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Notes and Documents

The Embassy of John the Grammarian.

UNDER the microscope of modern historical criticism so many
cherished episodes and venerable traditions, which contain nothing
to offend a rationalist and could easily be accepted by critics like
Gibbon, have proved to be the creations of mythopoeic fancy that
it is not surprising to find that the famous embassy of John the
Grammarian to the court of Baghdad must be rejected as a fiction
irreconcilable with established facts. The mission of John as
ambassador of the emperor Theophilus admittedly presented chro-
nological difficulties, and Hirsch saw that the details of the story
as it has come down to us in the Continuation of Theophanes are
not a genuine historical record. But the fact of the embassy was
not questioned by Hirsch, and he unreservedly accepted ' the view
of Weil, who placed the event in the first months of Mu'tasim's
caliphate (end of A.D. 888).2 The whole question has been minutely
examined by A. A. Vasil'ev in his valuable Vizantiia i Araby,3 and
he has definitely proved that the embassy to Baghdad is a fiction.
But he has gone too far, and the purpose of this note is to show
that there is more fact behind the story than the Russian scholar
has supposed.

Vasil'ev has established the important fact * that John became
patriarch on 21 April 8325 (21 April being a Sunday). It follows
that if he was sent as ambassador to the caliph it was before that
date (and the Greek texts say explicitly that he was synkeUos at the
time of the embassy). Weil's chronology is therefore untenable. It
follows further that he did not go as ambassador of Theophilus to
Baghdad. Theophilus succeeded to the throne in October 829,
and in the following year the war with the Saracens was renewed
after a long cessation of hostilities, and the caliph Mamun, leaving
Baghdad in March (880), marched to the Roman frontier. He
never saw Baghdad again, never recrossed the Euphrates. The
last years of his life, 880-888, were spent in Syria, which he left

1 Byzantinische Studien, p. 348.
1 Oeschichte der Chalifen, ii. 297, note. So Finlay, Hist, of Greece, ii. 154. He

had already recognised, as his remarks show, that the anecdotes in the Continuation
of Theophanes -were, largely at least, created by the interest which the embassy excited.

' Vol. i., 1900. * Op. cit. Prilozhenie ii, p. 140.
1 Cp. Continuation of Theophanes, p. 121.
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only to invade Asia Minor and once (in the spring of 882) to visit
Egypt. He died in Cilicia. The only time therefore at which John
could have travelled to Baghdad on a mission to Mamun was in
the winter of 829-830; but this date is inconsistent with the
alleged objects of the embassy (see below). Such is the argument
which I infer, though I have put it in my own way, from Vasil'ev's
discussion, and to me it is perfectly convincing. Vasil'ev has also
made it probable that the strategos Manuel, whose adventures are
connected in our sources with John's embassy, fled to the Saracens
towards the end of 880.

But if John never went to Baghdad as the ambassador of Theo-
philus what was the foundation or motive of the story of his
embassy ? The answer of Vasil'ev is as follows : The summer
campaign of 881 had not been lucky for the Greeks, and in
September Theophilus, who was still in the field, sent an envoy to
the caliph's camp, bearing a letter with proposals of peace. Mamun
refused to read the letter, because the emperor's name stood before
his own in the superscription. The envoy was obliged to return,
and the letter was rewritten, with the change which the caliph's
arrogance demanded. The concession served little, for the over-
tures were rejected. The authority for this transaction is Ya'kubi
(who wrote before the end of the ninth century), and he designates
the envoy as a ' bishop' in the entourage and confidence of the
emperor.6 Vasil'ev identifies this ' bishop ' with John the Gram-
marian, and it is quite possible that an Arabic writer might have
thus loosely designated a high ecclesiastic. This incident is re-
garded by Vasil'ev as the only basis in fact for the story of John's
embassy to Baghdad. But even if it were possible to demonstrate
the hypothesis of the identity of John with Ya'kubi's bishop, the
incident of a message carried from the camp of Theophilus to
the camp of Mamun in Cappadocia' was quite inadequate to
originate the ' legend' of John's pompous progress through the
Saracen dominions, of his scattering golden bounty to right and
to left and impressing the Moslems by his magnificence and wealth.
If we examine the accounts in the Greek sources, we shall find
a more solid and sufficient basis for the story.

The first thing to observe is that of the three sources which
we possess—(1) the Logothete, represented by the continuation of
George the Monk, by ' Leo Grammaticus,' and by Theodosios of
Melitene ; (2) Genesios ; and (8) the Continiiatian of Theopliuncs—
the two first (the Logothete and Genesios) say nothing of a
journey to Baghdad. According to the narrative of the Logothete,7

• Ed. Houtsma, ii. 568; Bussian translation, in Vasil'ev, op. cit. Pril. p. 7.
' George Mon., ed. Bonn, p. 797; ed. Muralt, p. 706 = Theodosios, p. 151 = Pseudo-

Leo, p. 219. There is virtually no difference here in these texts. The account is
closely reproduced in Pseudo-Symeon, pp. 6S2-3.

 at R
yerson U

niversity on June 16, 2015
http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/


298 THE EMBASSY OF JOHN THE GRAMMARIAN April

John was sent on a nominal mission to the caliph, connected with
the redemption of Greek captives who were languishing in Saracen
prisons, but with the secret object of entering into communication
with the deserter Manuel and conveying to him assurances of the
emperor's pardon and favour, in order to induce him to return to
Constantinople. John saw the caliph, but it is not said where, and
there is no geographical indication.

Genesios8 says that the purpose of th6 embassy was irpbs
elpyvucas o-v/ifido-eis, that John was a grata persona to the Saracens,
and that he was successful in redeeming many captives. He also
mentions that he communieated with Manuel, but represents this
as a minor incident and not as the principal object of the journey.
But the important point to be noticed is this : he implies that John
went to Syria. Nothing is said of Baghdad. When the negotia-
tion has been successfully concluded, the envoy ' returns from
Syria,' ~ZvpLa<; itTavtun. Both the Logothete and Genesios say
that John went well supplied with money and gifts, and excited
thereby the admiration of the Saracens; and virtually the only
difference between the two accounts turns on the motive. The
Logothete, who introduces the embassy into the story of Manuel's
adventures, subordinates the negotiation with the caliph to the
secret purpose of communication with the renegade patrician.
This is obviously due to the writer's interest in the story of Manuel,
and if we accept him as a story-teller and not as an historian it is
a legitimate exercise of his art.

In the Continuation of Tluoplianes the embassy is invested with
a pomp and circumstance which are absent in the notices of
Genesios and the Logothete. Here and here only it is represented
as an embassy to the court of Baghdad. Its object is said to be to
reveal the grandeur of the empire to the Saracens—ra 7-779 avTo-
KpaTopCas 7roffjcrai Kardh^fKa (p. 96)—and the writer's description
is calculated to illustrate the impression which John made upon
the caliph and his subjects by a lavish distribution of treasure.
But the narrative naively discloses the fact that it is based on an
older record, in which Damascus (Syria), not Baghdad, was the
destination of the ambassador. For John is sent trpbs TOV rrjs
~2,vplas apyovra (p. 96, 5), and when he returns to Constanti-
nople he describes to Theophilus ra TT^S Xvpias (p. 98, 15). The
connexion of the embassy with the redemption of captives also
appears in this account (p. 98, 2, 8). Nothing is said in this
context about Manuel, but in another place the writer states that
when John was sent to negotiate about the exchange of captives—
irpos Kcupbv TOV Kara, ras <f>v\aicas ButWayiov—he was instructed
to convey assurances of pardon to Manuel (p. 119, 8-12). Here the
compiler seems to have been using Genesios, who was one of his

8 P. 68, ed. Bonn.

 at R
yerson U

niversity on June 16, 2015
http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/

D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/


1909 THE EMBASSY OF JOHN THE GRAMMARIAN 299

sources. But he goes on to add an alternative story (ol Se [sc.</wwt]),
which represents Manuel as living at Baghdad and John visiting
him there disguised in the rags of a pilgrim monk. This anecdote,
too seems to betray the fact that Syria, not Baghdad, was the scene of
John's performances. The disguise which he adopted is said to have
assimilated him rots paicoSvTovcnv "Ifiijpai, ical fiova^oit rots Trpbs
TA 'lepoaoXvfia perk XiTrjs <f>oiTiocnv. I t would have been natural
in a story, where the scene was in Syria, to imagine John in the
dress of a monk going on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem; but it would
have been incongruous to make him assume such a garb at Baghdad.
It is a fair conclusion that the anecdote of the disguise is older
than the transference of the embassy to Baghdad; and those
who choose may believe that it had a foundation in fact.

From this examination of the sources it emerges, I think, that
the embassy of John the Synkellos to the caliph Mamun is an
historical fact. But it was to Damascus he went and not to
Baghdad. The brief account given by Genesios is perfectly accept-
able ; it is a simple historical record, without accretions of legend
or anecdote. There is nothing improbable in the secret communi-
cation between John and Manuel which Genesios mentions inci-
dentally, and which the Logothete brings into the foreground to
augment the interest of his story. The date of the embassy was
probably the winter of 881-2. Though the caliph had refused
the emperor's propositions in the field in September, there is no
reason why Theophilus should not have made another attempt;
and bad news from Sicily—Palermo had been surrendered to the
Moslems of Africa in August-September—must have increased his
anxiety to secure peace in the east. But, whether the Eoman
government had any hopes of concluding a treaty or not, John had
a definite matter of business to arrange—the ransom or exchange
of captives.9 Periodical exchanges of captives were a feature of the
holy war, and envoys were sent by both sides from time to time
to negotiate for this purpose. The fact however that a man in
John's position, a confidant of the emperor, was chosen to serve on
this occasion may be taken as evidence that the embassy had
objects beyond the interests of the prisoners of war.

J. B. BUEY.

• The expression of the Logothete, TA Sta/iwr^pta fioytvaas (George Mon. p. 797, ed.
Bonn), most mean that he gave largesses to the Greek captives, visiting the prisons
for that purpose. We can only suppose the money was to pay their ransoms. Vasil'ev.
in his review of this passage, merely says posieM tiur'my (' visited the prisons ')•
Psendo-Symeon (p. 633) has rout ir Sio-/ioij (xryfiaas. fioytvtt is usually constructed
with dative of the recipient, but is also found with the accusative, e.g. Theophanes (ed.
De Boor), p. 487, 4, (xrriiHir
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